
Duddingston House  
Duddingston House was 
built for James Hamilton, 
8th Earl of Abercorn 
(1712–1789).  With the 
Jacobite risings safely 
over after Culloden 
(1746), Scotland was at 
peace and the house did 
not need to be fortified as it 
would have been in the past.  
The title of Earl was raised to 
Marquess (1790) and finally to 
Duke of Abercorn (1868).  The coat of 
arms is very similar to that of the related 
family of the Dukes of Hamilton.  Both 
contain five-pointed stars (for Hamilton), 
ships with oars in action (for Arran) and 
three fleur-de-lys (for Châtellerault), a 
French Dukedom that the family also 
claims. 

In 1760 the 8th Earl commissioned the 
house from Sir William Chambers (1723-
1796), who had also created Somerset 
House in London.  It is Chambers’ only 
classical country house to have survived 
unaltered, and his only country house in 
Scotland.   

The brief was 'to build a 
modest but elegant 
house suitable for a 
confirmed bachelor'.  
Hamilton lived mostly 
in Cavendish Square, 
London and installed a 
site manager to 

supervise the work.  His 
occasional visits while the 

house was under 
construction seem to have 

provoked extensive debate. 

Building started in 1763 and was 
completed in 1769: progress was much 
hampered by severe winter weather and 
the disagreements between Hamilton 
and his architect.  The house has a 
strictly symmetrical frontage and a 
splendid Corinthian portico.  Together 
with its adjacent courtyard, it forms the 
finest Palladian ensemble in the 
Edinburgh area.  It was considered one 
of the most elegant private residences in 
Edinburgh when it was built.  It is Grade-
A listed and celebrated its 250th 
anniversary in 2019.  
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Creature comforts were well catered for 
at Duddingston House.  It had an ice 
house which is Grade-C listed.  You can 
still see this on the edge of the golf 
course on the north side of Cavalry Park 
Drive. The idea of ice houses came from 
Italy in the 1660s and soon every rich 
family had one.  The structure was sunk 
into the ground, with further insulation 
provided by sawdust.  Ice blocks came 
by sea from as far as Norway.  The Earl 
and his guests could have enjoyed cold 
drinks and cold desserts, perhaps with a 
hint of sawdust – unless the ship was 
becalmed, when it would arrive without 
any ice, just a cargo of tepid water.   

The Earl was said to be very well 
mannered and on close terms with King 
George III.  It was a rule of the royal 
court that no one should ever contradict 
His Majesty.  One day George III rode 
out from Windsor with a large party and 
decided to call in for breakfast with the 
Earl at his London residence, giving little 
notice.  The King said afterwards, 'Ha, 
Lord Abercorn, I fear that we put you to a 
great deal of trouble the other morning'.  
Not wishing to contradict the King, 
Abercorn replied 'A great deal of trouble, 
may it please Your Majesty'.  The King 
and bystanders were apparently much 
amused.   

Abercorn never married but retained a 
vast number of servants.  The household 
needed five carriages to travel around the 
country, and he often commuted 
between Duddingston and London, in 
those days a protracted and arduous 
undertaking.  It was on one such journey 
from London in 1789 that he died, and 
the estate then passed to his nephew 
who became the 9th Earl.

Corinthian columns

Entrance hall ceiling
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The total cost of building Duddingston 
House and its pleasure grounds was over 
£30,000 (at least £6 million in today's 
money).  It was designed for lavish 
entertaining, rather than for long-term 
occupation.  A huge part of the interior is 
taken up by a grand entrance hall with a 
sweeping staircase, occupying over one-
third of the total volume of the house.  
Design was a constant source of tension 
between the 8th Earl and his architect.  
Dissatisfied with what he perceived as a 
lack of grandeur, the Earl instructed 
Chambers to move the staircase further 
back despite the advanced stage of 
construction.  The legacy of this conflict 
is visible in the intrusion of the top of the 
staircase into the decorative cornice. 

In about 1800, Duddingston House was 
rented from the Abercorn estate by the 
Earl of Moira, a veteran of the American 
War of Independence (1775-83) and commander of the army in Scotland.  His 

wife Flora puzzled Edinburgh society by 
sending out cards which read simply 
'The Countess of Loudon and Moira At 
Home'.  This was a new, informal style 
which baffled the recipients.  Was it an 
invitation?  

However, the couple became very 
popular in Edinburgh for their fine 
hospitality.  At one party at the house on 
14 June 1805 they gave a Grand Fete 
receiving three hundred of the nobility, 
naval and military gentlemen, judges and 
gentry from the city.  The house was 
'brilliantly fitted up with festoons and 
flowers and embellished with a naval 
pillar with the names of Nelson, Howe 
and other admirals'. 

In the 20th century the property stood 
vacant for many years and was in poor 
condition.  It was bought in 1960 by 
Edward Gladstone who restored it 
thoroughly and opened it as the Mansion 
House Hotel in 1963.  The hotel 
operated for some years, but sadly it had 

The Earl of Moira

Bannister detail
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too few rooms to be economically 
viable.  After planning permission to 
add bedrooms was declined, the hotel 
had to close. 

After that, the house’s internal 
condition declined further.  
The courtyard buildings 
had become derelict and 
were restored only in 
the 1990s, when new 
houses were also 
begun nearby 
(architect Simister 
Monaghan).  The 
present owner is 
architect Bruce Hare, 
who joined the Percy 
Johnson-Marshall Partnership 
in 1985 when the principal 
retired.   Percy Johnson-Marshall 
(1915-93) was a long-term resident of 

Bella Vista in the village.  As a modernist 
architect, he was well known for 
extensive developments carried out by 
Edinburgh University in the 1960s.   

Duddingston House Properties 
completed the last major 

refurbishment in 1990 and the 
house now functions as 

offices for it and its 
tenants.   

The driveway and 
parking areas are 
private, so please do not 
bring in vehicles unless 

invited.  However you 
are welcome to walk into 

the grounds from the gates 
at Milton Road West or  

Cavalry Park Drive.  The two 
approaches are linked by a clearly signed 
pedestrian Right of Way.

The main staircase
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